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Increasingly. sehdlars.from a wide - variety of communication

related fieldsﬁhave begun theorizing about communication from a’

rlles perspect

ve. These scholars place language. as the,central

7

'focus of communlcatlve inquiry. If the essénce of- communication

is meaning and if language is central to communlcatlon. language

and meanlng may be viewed as closely tled and engaged in a very

'fundamental relatlonshlp. The problem for study then, is- trying

to determine the exact.natgre of the role that language plays in

contributing to the mearfing of a communicative event. These

scholars believe that in order to have a real understanding of

communication, it is necessary to understand the use of language

v
in context.

N

etc.) have proposed rules that govern and explain the workings of

language as it occurs in various situations of its everyday
L :

.use.

Onﬁ-

A

While the notlon of applying rules to communication is a sound

this paper will take exception to the current manner, of
‘,‘.—W

appllcatlon. I w1%1 argue that current rule approaches' are in

", violation of the basic ph110soph¥ underlyrng communlcation theory -

the Whlteheadlan notlon of process. The Whlteheadlan notion of

-:proceSs is well embodied in Berlo s. definition of process:
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If we accept the concept of process. we v1ew the events and
relationships as dynamic, én-going, ever—changlng, continuous.
When we)\Jlabel something as & process we also mean that it does
not have a beginning, an end, a fixed sequence of events. It
is not static, at rest. It is moving. The ingredients
within a process 1nteract; each affects all of the o thers.

~Communication theory reflects a process point of view. A
-, .communication theorist rejects the possibility that nature
"consists of .events or ingredients that are seperable from

" all other events. He argues that %You cannot talk about

the beginning“or end of communication or gay that a particular

’}déa came from one specific source, thal communication occurs
only one way and" so/gn. -
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Towerd this end, several theorists (eg. Lakoff, Searle,
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For an excellent discussion of the Whiteheadian notion of /process

.see David Smith's drticle‘fCommuﬁication Research and the Idea
* “ . ) . N ‘ .

of Process.'f3 ) ‘

While accepting the Whiteheadian hotion of\process as a
philosophical cornerstone of their work, communication theorists
. ° 9 ’ - .
have long had trouble dealing with it. In "Commugication Research

and the Idea of Profess,” Smith‘demqnétratgs a cdnYradiction in

the work of communication empiricists. Hejclaims that their "
: N NS ' . ) R

theoretical.en&é§vors are conceptually sound in terms of the

Whiteheadian notion of process but. that their‘methedolbgy violétés .
it.~ This paper will charge that a wbrse:staﬁe'of affairs exists |
for theorists who approach comgunicatgon from a language rules
perspé%tive. -Not even their theqretical work is conceptually

sound. The rules tﬁﬁt they propose are inconsistent with the

\
. .

-

Whiteheadian notigh}of process.

This paper will demonstrate the inconsistency aﬁd fts& .

'consequences (Section I), propose a reconceptualizationof rules
that will eliminate the problem (Section If), and discuss the

implications of the solution (Section III).. S ;o 3 ‘ r
‘ 9 ~ . 0¢', a -
i

I. The GeneralitxﬁParadoxﬂ

~»

{ <
' ) > " ‘b ) * ..
- Implicit in the rules that théorists,have‘propésed to explain

s

language in context is ‘the assumption of-a cerxaiﬁ Qggneé of
gqnerality. There are two senses of generahﬁtyathap'are used
here. The first sense of generality. assimes that ébﬁmunicative:

situations possess enough similarity to allgw for tHe formulation

oLt

‘ . . . n - B , ¥
of rules that apply to a number of likefsituations.v Al though we

N e
‘aré all familiar with the expression, "there are exceptions to
ever¥>rule4” there is some point at which a rule ceases to be %

e . R . +
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rule in~the face of an everw%elming number of exceptions. \(Tne
_ exact number of exceptions is intpitive.L After a rule is
proposed AQA exceptions begin to .be found, we ;a& that the
'strength of  the rule decreases. As more_exceptions are found,
we say that the rule,is no'lonéer a rule. Tpe ekception has
become the rule.) : . - o
The secon& sense of generality assumes that the number of;l;ke
situwations whfeh form .the domaln of a glven‘}ule w111 be of .,
adequate quantlty. (Adequate quantity is a matter of.;ntultlon.
The p01nt is that if the number of: 11ke aituations is too small,
then the focus of the rule is tog .narrow and the rule will ‘be
trivial.) . A
There is an inherent conflict between the two senses of
generallty which has trapped language in context rules 1n a |
generality paradox. °By try1ng not to violate the flrst sense of
generality (eliminatlng exceptions), the second sense is violated,
(the range of situations is reduced to the #rivial). - By trying .
not to violate the second sense of generalitj'(having an adequate

number of like situations), the first sense is violated (a large

. ¥ ) .
number of exceptions occur). (There is, of course, -an exception -

»

~ -

. to this rule. Cases exist'where a highly. general rule (in’the
second sense) can be-demonstrated to have few or no gxceptions. SRR
The significance‘of such rules may pe discopunted as trivial IR
because they take the form of truisms; .eg. Lakoff's rule - ';It-
is 1mp011te to impose.’ )4 T . .X | * !

1 Theorlsts contlnually reframe their rules more generally or

more specifically in an attempt to ach1eVe a balance. where the.

.conflict doesn't exist.? The logic of the»Whlteheadlan notlon”

s
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of Brocess dlctates\that these attempts be doomed to fallure.'

Even if a rule is so -specific that it has a range of only ,two

.

ftuatlons, there will stlll be an 1nf1n1te number of contextual e

variables that will dlffer between the two situations. Thus, the

-

-

_fule ‘will apply to thé situation which served as a,model from.
which it was derived, but the other situation will be an exception.\

One mféht obaect that it is an erroneous assumptlon to belleve
1

that the 1nfrn1ty of delfferences are coﬂmunlcatlyely 1mportant. I
—conteﬁh*that this is an’ assﬁmptlon d1ctated by the Whlteheadlan

notlon of, process.' Even if all. the dlfferences are not * , "
commun&catlvely 1mportant, a stmple questlon demonstrates why they
need be treated as such - what variables of a s1tuatlon are ‘
communlcatlvely 1mportant? The answer to th1s questlon leads
directly into reductionism - a pract:ce whlch runs counter to the

* Whi tehéadian notion of process. Whltehead wr1tesv

a .

', The how an actual entity becomes constltutes what the
actual ent1ty is; so that the two descrlptlons of an actual
entity are'not 1ndependent. Its being is const1tuted by
its becomlng. 5 - i

~—__ [

In other words, the whole is greater than the sum'of its parts.

' Everythlng is 1nterrelated and emergent, and each sltu?tlonwls

v 7
4

unigue! e L S , ' '
\

From a strict polnt of view, all of* the infinity of variables
are communlcatlvely rmportant since everythlng is 1nterrelated and -
inseperable. Intuitively, howewer, one can sense that some aspects
of the s1tuatlon can be treated as possesslng pr1mary 1mportance,
while cher aspects may be relegated to a negllglble role. Thls
cannot be determlned in advance of occurence and may even change.

after occurence. - Support for this assertlon comes from Wilson's

writings'pn the,interpretlve-paradlgmz

. o . |
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- . A central-characteristic of documentary'inferpretatlon is

* that later appearances may force a revisiom in the perceived
“underlying pattern that in turn compels a relnterpretatlon

, .of what previdus earances .reallylwere. ...Consequently.
what the situation "really was" and what¢the actors "really
N diq” %P a partlcular occasion are contlnu lly open to . 2
' redefln;tlon. 6 . < - .

o«

Thereforer varlables that one'might intuitively label as /;;)‘ ’
unlmportant dnltlally, may come to be of: prlmary amportance at a -
N . later time. Slnce there is no time llmlt for the redeflnltlon of

a situatiqn,’contlnulng_relnterpretatlon gives all variables the

. - e
fpotential-for importance. . .
If each communlcaglon situation is essentially dlfferent, then
- A
each has its own set of rules. We cannot come into a 31tuatrbn

and analyze it with ready-made rules’ and think they are g01ng ﬁo~

S F
apply. Thus, the. assumptlon underlylng the first sense of %’@
° e .
v generallty - that communicative- s1%uat10ns possess’enough Flmilarlty
A
to aliow for the formulatlon of rules that apply to 4 numb%r of' .

1

Bllke 31tuat10ns - is 1ncorrect. ‘ -t . ' .,, ‘t:*/' \\

, ) ¢
. I1I. The Relatlonshlp,Between Level 1, Level TI, and Meta—Ru;es

. In order to v1sua11ze the problem clearly and understand

[+ b

. the solution 1 w111 propose, it is convenient to think of the
<)
un1verse as cOns1st1ng of levels. Thesp'may be conceptuallzed
o ‘as levels of abstractlon, wheré~Leve1 I concerns spec1f1c, real >

— . world occurrences and succeedlngly hlgher 1evels concern

¥

1deallzatlons of éL increasingly general mnature.

8 ® . 13

Level I rules are the actual context—speclflc rules that .

emerge uniquely to, and operate in, every 1nd1v;dua1 31tuatlon.

They cannot be predicted with casual accuracy because of their -

o

. [ uniqueness. Hawes supports this view as well. as’ much of what was

. . y
. stated in th' preceding section: ~

.
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. canlbe used open-mindedly while making observations, to assietl

Yet another difference between the traditionalist and +the
naturalist perspective 'is the role and function of logics.
By "logic" I mean a set of assumptions and rules for
obtaining implications-or entallments of those assumptions.
& traditionalist uses preconceived logics tq direct research
d {nterpret findings.. In short, the regearcher establishes
" the. nouns Zndrrelationships among thenm before gathering data.
In fact, what constitutes a datum.is -determined by congeiving
the logics prior to the observations. The naturalist on the !

v other hand, is identifying the logics of the people being

observed. 1In short, the researcher uses a variety of methods
_ to- determine the nouns and refationships among them that
¢ constitute everyday logics of 3001a1 actors. 7
3 .
My p031t10n might be termed. modified naturallst. I don't
e . . ¢
believe that a preconceived logic” (ox” rules) sﬂeuld determine

what constitutes a datum, but I do believe such a if\‘e (or_rules)

‘. in the identification of the logics (or rules) of the people \

-

being observed. Such logics or’ rules, thus become one of the = , e

- . . I
variety of methods that Hawes refers .to, as employed by the

' naturalist for discovering the everyday logics of social actors. ™~—

Such logics or rules (breconceived) are what I term meta-rule
‘ A Level 1I rule is a meta—rule. It 1s a heurlstlc, whose
purpose is to aid in tJ% dlscovery of Level I rules. It is . ‘ )

context-sensitive, but not context-specific! This trait fpees the

. meta-rule. from the necessity of actpal occurrence. It is an

jdealization. It should be:thought of in the sense of the “rormal

or "average" American (with two and a half kids). Such a person

is, of course, a statistical fiction. ‘But it is a fiction

which guides us in our evaluation of reality. This is the most v
» s

imbortant,Teature(of,meta-fukes. " I4% eliminates the 'problem of

Vegceptions and ends the inherent conflict beﬂ‘.en the two senses

of generality. )

Hawes' idea of first-order and second-order. constructs is

roughly analagous'to my conception of Level I and Level II ruless -

S - . o
! 8 ) l
Oy ~ .
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. big deal about the term meta-rule., It focuses attention on the

. than the generalizations that language in context theorists’

currently . pass off as the bottom line. TheTre are specific rules

. . . 4 . (Q o ‘
) t . -7- ‘ .« ¢ ’ ' ; ! '
‘ . ' ) ’

*Us1ng Alfred Schujz's terminology for a moment, one ‘would "
say that a traditionalist assumes first-order constructs of
the ever ay world and proceeds directly to the use of ,
second-ofder constructs of the scientific world. The -
naturallsga rather than assuming first-order constructs,
attempts identify &énd explicate¥them. The order of a ~
construct is roughly analagous’ to its degree of remoteness -

- from-its everyday use 'and meaning. 8 N )

\ N4

Just as_Hawes states,that the naturalist doesh't.assume first- "

»

order constructs but attempts to identify and explicate them, I-

3

R )
say that Levelll ‘rulas are unlque to each situation and can't be ’

postulated prler to occurrence: .They must be dlscovered after the - ‘D
eyent. One of the _ways that Level T rules may be dlscovered is - '
through the use of meta-rules (Level II rules) ‘These exist
independently of specific context and so, like Hawes"secgnd-order-

-

cGns#ruct, are further removed from reallty. ‘

The mlstake of language theorlsts to date has been thefr
attempt to propose preconcelved, general rules as Level-I rules.
They P the real Level I nules (contéxt-specific) off of the

spectrum as 1f they don't exist. (Thls is why I' m making such a -

.

o~

fact that there are rules onerating at a lower level of abgtracgion

that operate unlquely in every 1nd1v1dua1 s1tuatlon and these are
the Level I rules - the real bottom line). .

- A% this point, " the reader may feel frustrated and ralszxthé\
question} "Mustgeach s;tuation be studied separately?” The answer
is "yes." his ts dictated by the Whiteheadian notion of process.” -
However, 301enee progresses toward generalltles and although every ..
situation is un1que\\mntu1t1ve1y one can sense that similarltles .

ex;st between them. The meta-rule is the loglcal place for these -

~

~o

g . ¥
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31milar1t1es to be Iocated. ~Language theorlsts gan develop
thelr generallzatlons 1nto meta-rules. A researcher arm\g with ' ¢
’ -these meta-rules can then study a sp501flc communlcatlon sltuatlon k\
(after it occurs) 231ng the meta—rules as startrng p01ntsj!5r ' 2
d1scover1ng the Level I rules (chtext-spe01flc, ;eal rules)
operatlng in that sltuatlon. I
.The me%a-rule_ls like ‘a'mean and each individual situdtion

with its Level I rules i§~like a raw score. The meah doesn't

- L

actually ex1st ‘but gets the researcher into the rlght area.

After the Level I rules are dlscovered the worih of a partlcular

¢
meta-rule can.be—e¥a1uated by maklng an 1néu1t1ve Judgement about

how much the Level I rules dlffer from the meta-rule. Continuing

- \ \ ‘ . -
.
.

' the analogy of the meta-rule as a mean, we would say that the

richness df a meta-rule increases as the stanQard deviation of the ¢

-

-Level T rule aecreases. (ﬁete that cases may exist where the Ty
Level I rule and the meta-rule are identicalf just &s a raw score

— PEN rl

may'fall.on the mean. This is by far a minority of cases.)

oS

*IIT Implications

The implications of meta-rules f language in context, theorists
are two-fold. First, Fhey correct a philosophicai inconsistency
by bringing the rule governed approach”to-commuﬁication\into
£ line with its underlylng phllosophy of the WHTtehea n notion ‘
. of process. _Secondly, and of practlcal cnﬁsequence to researchers.-
they direct attention away from ideat zed generalities, towaﬁd
. the primary data of real social 1nteract10ns.n ‘ -

-

Meta-rules arise out of generalizatlons based on observatlons

v

s

of many specific situations. Each one is a mean ar1s1ng out of
. . A ¢ ” ‘) -
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“‘participant observation. yosx importantly\bzowevép,xthe concept

" numerous raw scores. We are at the ‘point now, where such a-

v

ptive base of rAp scores is sorely needed in‘the'f&eld

P - : : _
unication,’ ‘In "Conversational Analysis,"” Nofsinger

for such qbservations:
Communication scholars are constantly immersed .in an océan .
of data--communication phenomena--bit -ror the gost palrt
have not devoted themselyes to the careful description of
communication acts and episodes...We do not understand
communication -very well, because we have not carefully
observed, degcribed, and interpreted its everyday

occurrences. ...discourse-analysis -can provide the descriptions

and taxonofies which it is the business of theory to .
explain....This 'seems to indicate that from a rules
-perspective, as well as theé covering law model, the )
explanatory machinery which the 'investigator coystructs.
\ ° (whether it be a grammar of communication, a theory, or

. whatever) presupposes the existance of a data base of:

observations, descriptions and interpretations. 9

L P

A

Meta-~rules aré derived frém this data baéeﬁdf observations.

Tgpy are then turned back toward specific.’ situations to provide
. - .

© guides for discovering the Level I.fdiés in‘afsituation under-

. T N . N .
inveitigation. Level I rules are di scovered and then contribute
to the formation of a new data base from which new metasrules | -

afe created, etc. oL " . l - '
'The - tern meta-g;ig implies *that there are rules at a level'
below A t. * By ppinfing researchers in the direction of these

lower Jevel rules, meta-rules bring language research down to

the specific, real world level envisioned by Hawes and Nofsnger¢» '

. , . i ~
The aéceptance of the meta-rule concept impligs,a central Pole in

cqﬁﬁunication research for Nofsinger's discourse,an%%ysisipi'

specif?c situgtiéns. It implies a gfeatAincreaseAQQ field
R K . ‘ ) ) o

research and i? implies a heavy refiance uponathe\metpedology of,

A

2 4
of meta-rules takes the process md%key off &f’language in

LY

> A -
context theorists' backs. .
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